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Chapter One: The Fit
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The worst part about wearing someone else's body is not the way it smells like plastic and rain. It is not the alien reflection in every surface you pass. It is not even the disorientation of reaching for a glass and missing by three inches because your arms are longer than your brain expects them to be.
The worst part is the moment you wake up inside it and forget, for exactly three seconds, who you are.
I was tall.
That was my first thought. My fingers stretched against white sheets, thread count so high it felt like lying on a cloud, and they were long. Piano player fingers, slender and tapered, not the stubby things I had been born with. I flexed them. The nails were perfect oval shells, painted the color of a bruise, deep purple with a faint iridescent shimmer that caught the light when I moved.
Then the three seconds ended, and I remembered.
I am Nira Voss. I am sixteen years old. I am wearing Skin 0219. This is not mine.
I sat up slowly, the way they had trained us in the eight week pre Fit program, spine first, then neck, then head, always giving the neural sync time to catch up with the body's new geometry. The room tilted. My stomach, which was flatter and harder than it had any right to be, lurched like a boat hitting a swell. I pressed my palm flat against the mattress and counted backward from ten, the way the orientation manual suggested. Ten, nine, eight, the room settled incrementally with each number, the wobbling architecture of borrowed vision stabilizing into something I could navigate.
Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.
The fluorescent light above me buzzed like a trapped wasp, casting everything in a flat, clinical white that made the room look like a diagram of itself. I was in the Fitting Wing of SkinDeep's Tower Nine, forty three floors above a city that did not know I existed. The walls were bare, no art, no windows, nothing to anchor a disoriented mind to reality. They told us this was deliberate. Sensory deprivation during the initial adaptation period reduced the incidence of slipping. I thought it just made the walls feel like they were closing in.
I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. The skin's legs, her legs, were smooth and hairless and the color of caramel, a warm brown gold that SkinDeep's marketing department would call Golden Hour in the catalog. There was a small brown mole on the left ankle that I had not asked for. Prototypes always came with details like that. Imperfections, they called them. Little flaws engineered to make the skins look real, because buyers did not want perfection, they wanted believability. A mole here, a faint scar there, a slightly asymmetrical hairline. The art of almost.
I stood. The body wanted to walk differently than I did, hips forward, weight in the balls of the feet, a slight sway in the lower back, like it had its own muscle memory and that memory belonged to someone who had moved through the world with a specific kind of confidence. I overrode it. I walked like me, shoulders slightly hunched, weight back, steps cautious and compact. A defensive gait. My mother called it my turtle walk and had been trying to correct it since I was nine.
The mirror on the far wall showed a girl who could have been on a billboard. High cheekbones that caught the light like polished wood. Dark eyes a shade lighter than my own, more amber than brown, set beneath arching brows that had not been plucked so much as architecturally designed. Hair that fell in a thick black sheet past her shoulders, straight except for a single wave that curved against her collarbone like a parenthesis. She looked like someone named Sable or Raven or something equally ridiculous and aspirational.
She did not look like a girl who would be caught dead in the gray cotton underwear and matching tank top that SkinDeep provided for all Fits, unbranded, unflattering, aggressively practical.
I turned away from her. From it. That was the rule. The first rule, drilled into us during orientation: you do not get attached. You do not look too long. You do not name it. You remember what you came from.
I pressed my thumb to the door lock. It read my print, the skin's print, because my own fingerprints were stored in a biometric vault three floors below, and hissed open with a pneumatic whisper.
The hallway stretched in both directions, lined with identical doors set into walls painted a shade of green that some interior designer had presumably chosen for its calming properties. It did not calm me. It looked like the inside of a hospital and a spaceship had a child and that child was having an identity crisis. Forty rooms on this floor, forty Wearers testing forty prototype skins before they went to market. Most of them would not be awake yet. The Fitting process knocked you out for six to eight hours while your neural map was copied, compressed, and translated into the skin's bio circuitry, a process the training manual described as non invasive consciousness transfer and which I had once heard a tech describe, under his breath, as shoving a soul into a USB drive.
I was early. I was always early. If you are early, you are in control. If you are in control, you are less likely to slip. This was something I had figured out on my own, not from the manual. The manual said slipping was purely a function of neural compatibility and Fit duration. The manual was wrong about a lot of things.
Slipping was what they called it when you forgot. When the skin's phantom sensations, its habits, its hungers, its residual electrical echoes, overwrote your own neural patterns. Mild slipping meant reaching for a coffee you did not drink, or flinching at a sound that had not scared you. Moderate slipping meant forgetting your little brother's name for a few seconds, or calling your mother by a word that was not a name but felt like one.
Severe slipping meant you never came back.
I had seen it once. A Wearer named Dax, two months ago. He had been nineteen, older than most Wearers, recruited from the Eastern Province's resettlement program with the same pitch they had given all of us: easy money, minimal risk, three days of your life for three months of financial freedom. He had worn a skin too long, fourteen days, eight days past the safe window, and when they pulled him out, when they disconnected his neural map and sent him back to his own body in the suspension pod on Floor Negative Five, he had sat up and looked around the room with an expression of total bewilderment and asked, in a voice that was not his, "Who are you people?"
Not "where am I." Not "what happened." Who are you. Because the person who had asked was not Dax anymore. Dax was gone, shoved aside, overwritten, deleted like a file from a hard drive. What was left was something else. Something that had been living in the dark of a skin's neural architecture and had finally, after fourteen days, found the door.
He was in St. Oriole's Long Term Care Facility on the east side now. I visited him some Sundays. He did not know me, did not know anyone, but I went anyway. I brought a book and read to him, even though his eyes never focused on me. Someone should.
The elevator carried me down to Floor Thirty, the Debriefing Suite. The doors opened onto a space that was all clean lines and soft lighting, a deliberate contrast to the clinical harshness of the Fitting Wing. Couches clustered in conversation pods. A water feature burbled in the corner, the kind of artificial stream that was supposed to promote relaxation but mostly made me need to pee. A reception desk staffed by a woman with a smile so practiced it had lost all meaning.
A woman in a white coat waited for me near the water feature, tablet in hand. Her name was Dr. Adeline Mercer, and she had the kind of smile that made you feel like a lab rat who had just completed a maze successfully, not celebrated, exactly, but noted. She was in her mid forties, with short gray hair and the lean, efficient look of someone who had given up cooking in favor of nutrient bars sometime in the previous decade.
"Nira. How are we feeling?"
"We," I said, "are feeling like we want a coffee."
She smiled, the maze completing rat smile, and made a note on her tablet. "Humor intact. Good sign." She tapped something, swiped, looked up again. "Physical assessment?"
I rotated my shoulders. Stretched my arms overhead, feeling the unfamiliar pull of muscles that were longer and more flexible than my own. Did the balance test, eyes closed, left foot, right foot, held each for fifteen seconds. The body performed beautifully, which was the point. SkinDeep did not send out clunky products. Every prototype was engineered to physical specifications that would make an Olympic athlete weep with envy.
"Tightness in the left hip flexor," I reported. "And the tear ducts feel overactive. I think it might cry easily."
Dr. Mercer raised an eyebrow. "Emotional responsiveness is actually a selling point this quarter. The new line is branded as Fully Real. Buyers want skins that feel, that react authentically to stimuli. A skin that cries at the right moments is worth forty percent more than one that does not."
"Buyers want skins that look like them but better. They do not want them to cry at dog food commercials."
"We will note the hip flexor concern." She did not note the hip flexor concern. I watched her tablet screen; she had typed "Emotional hyperreactivity, catalog feature, not defect." "Any neural drift? Phantom sensations? Slipping episodes?"
"No."
She paused in her typing. Looked at me over the top of her tablet with an expression that was carefully, professionally neutral.
"Any voices?"
I kept my face still. This was a new question. I had been wearing skins for eleven months, forty seven Fits, ranging from twenty four hours to the maximum safe duration of six days, and no one had ever asked about voices
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